33                        A WOMAN OF THE PHARISEES

He burst into one of his surprisingly shrill guffaws of laughter.

The Cure went with him as far as the carriage. "And no coddling,
mind," was the Colonel's final injunction. He handed the priest an
envelope containing the first instalment of fees. "You're not dealing
with a young girl. He's got a hide like a rhinoceros. You needn't
be afraid of treating him rough. I'll back you up. Whatever
happens, just ignore anything that my sister-in-law may write, f m
captain of this ship, and it's for me to decide what's to be done."

The Cure went back into the drawing-room. Jean had not moved
from where he had been standing. He started back as the priest
approached, and once again his arm went up as though to ward off
an expected blow.

"Come and help me lay the table," said the Cure.

"I'm not your servant!"

"In this house everyone is his own servant. . . except in the
matter of cooking. Maria looks after that, but she is seventy-one
and suffers from rheumatism. When I said lay the table, I meant for
your tea. I never take it myself. Your friend Louis Pian and his sister
are bicycling over to see you. They'll be here any moment now."

He opened the dining-room door.

"There's a fruit-tart and some plums in the sideboard, and an
opened bottle of orange syrup. If you want some water, you'll find
a jug in the scullery. See you again this evening, my boy.. . . One
thing more. My study, as you know, is just under your room.
There are plenty of books, though probably not the kind you like.
Still, if you look carefully, you may come on something.... You
can rout about there to your heart's content. You won't disturb me."

Jean listened to the Cure's heavy footsteps on the wooden stairs.
Then he heard the sound of a chair scraping on the floor above his
head. There followed an interval of complete silence broken only by
the noise of grasshoppers, the cluck of fowls and the buzzing of flies.

"If he thinks he's going to get round me like that! . . ."

Nevertheless, he pushed open the dining-room door and sniffed
the odour of fruit-tart The room was better furnished than
the rest of the house. It contained an old-fashioned clock, a long,